Introduction
Total quality management (TQM) may be defined as something that is both complex and ambiguous. Nevertheless, some key elements or principles are common to all TQM models (Dahlgaard-Park, 1999; Reed, Lemark, & Mero, 2000; Sousa & Voss, 2002) : customer satisfaction, continuous improvement, commitment and leadership on the part of top management, involvement and support on the part of employees, teamwork, measurement via indicators and feedback.
The TQM self-assessment models, such as the European Foundation for Quality Management (EFQM) model -the leading quality award model together with the Malcolm Baldrige Model (Dahlgaard-Park, 2008 ) -have contributed immensely towards clarifying and disseminating TQM in Europe. José Ignacio Wert, the former President of EFQM, observed in 2006 that there were around 30,000 European organisations using the EFQM model (Wert, 2006) . Regarding the dissemination of EFQM Excellence Awards, as can be seen in Figure 1 , the United Kingdom, Spain and Germany ranked among the countries with the greatest number of recognitions.
However, despite the unprecedented success in the practical application of the model, empirical academic research regarding its reliability has not developed in parallel with this trend (Bou-Llusar, Escrig-Tena, Roca-Puig, & Beltrán-Martín, 2005 Williams, Bertsch, Van der Wiele, Van Iwaarden, & Dale, 2006) , and, as Eskildsen, Kristensen, and Juhl (2001) analysing the consistency of the model. As Dahlgaard-Park (2008) underlined, clear indications of cause and effect relationships in terms of enabler and results criteria may be questioned. Furthermore, as Williams et al. (2006) stressed, there is a major lack of academic work that contrasts the relationships within the EFQM model, a basic issue for the legitimisation of any management model. In this respect, this article constitutes a contribution to this latter subject.
The article is structured as follows: following this introductory section, the literature review and the conceptual framework are included in the second section; in the following -third -section, the research model and its corresponding hypotheses are articulated; in the fourth, the methodology and data used are analysed; the fifth section contains the results of the empirical research; in the sixth are to be found the discussion and the conclusions drawn from the article, with their practical implications and limitations; the seventh and last section contains the bibliographical references.
Literature review and conceptual framework
The EFQM model can be considered as a holistic and integrative approach, in which strategic, managerial and operational control processes are integrated into the model (Dahlgaard-Park, Bergman, & Hellgren, 2001 ).
In the literature, some of the internal relations existing in the EFQM model have been analysed in previous research. The analysis tended to focus on the study of the interrelation existing between some of the elements or categories (theoretical constructs) that make up the model (Dijkstra, 1997; Eskildsen et al., 2001) .
More recently, Bou-Llusar et al. (2005) , analysed the EFQM model in depth, based on the information supplied by a further set of companies, in order to try and assess the causal inter-relation existing between the enabler and results criteria; the authors ascertained that the enabler criteria are indeed related in a balanced way to the results. In another interesting work by these same authors (Bou-Llusar et al., 2009) , they also ascertained that the EFQM model reliably reflects the premises of TQM.
Writing from a practitioner's point of view, Tejedor-Panchón (2004) carried out a study of 168 companies that had applied to obtain two regional quality awards in Spain, in order to test the existing relationships in an example of the EFQM model dating from 1999. Later, Carmona, Rivas, and Martí (2010) followed this study by going on to test the 2003 version of the EFQM model, using for their evaluations more than 300 applicants for six different regional awards in Spain. 
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In the academic field, Calvo de Mora and Criado (2005) analysed the reliability, validity and predictive power of an adaptation of the EFQM model applied to the state university sphere of activity, based on a sample of 111 Spanish universities. This is a work which, despite focusing on a highly specific sector of activity for which the EFQM model has been adapted, constitutes a background and key reference point for this present research, in the same way as our own previous exploratory works (Blind reference), which have also contributed to this final article.
Similarly, in a very recent investigation Gómez-Gómez, Martínez-Costa, and Martínez-Lorente (2011) carried out an exploratory analysis of the relationships in the 2003 version of the EFQM model, using data from 68 self-evaluations of both public and private Spanish organisations. In this study, the authors also analyse whether there are possible differences in EFQM implementation between public and private organisations.
However, despite these interesting contributions that have been quoted, no study has been detected among those reviewed that has empirically contrasted the relationships within the EFQM model on the basis of reliable primary sources like the ones used in this article. Specifically, it is information deriving from external assessments made by independent professionals using a very rigorous protocol based on the scores applied to the categories and subcategories of the EFQM model. Apart from academic studies such as those produced by Calvo de Mora and Criado (2005) and Gómez-Gómez et al. (2011) , other studies generally use data obtained from surveys addressed to company managers.
On the other hand, similar studies based on external assessments have been carried out in the literature for other TQM models such as the Malcolm Baldrige model (e.g. Flynn & Saladin, 2001; He, Hill, Wang, & Yue, 2011; Jayamaha, Grigg, & Mann, 2011; Pannirselvam & Ferguson, 2001; Wilson & Collier, 2000) , and for other Business Excellence models used in the Asia Pacific region (Jayamaha, Grigg, & Mann, 2008 Su, Li, & Su, 2003) or in South America (e.g. González, Miles, Sorondo, & Zeballos, 2009) .
As already stated by Williams et al. (2006) some years ago, it is high time for an analysis of the EFQM model to be undertaken, given that it has been in use for so many years now. However, the EFQM model involves numerous directional paths between constructs or boxes, which make it very difficult to study. For this reason, researchers such as Jayamaha et al. (2009) have developed parsimonious models to help them to achieve their objective. They use them in order to analyse which relationships in the different categories of the EFQM model can be considered robust and significant from a statistical point of view, and consequently, throw some light on the underlying theory.
It should be pointed out that two aspects are new in this type of study of the EFQM model: on the one hand, the contribution made from the point of view of the assessor and, on the other, the adjustment to the EFQM model itself. As stressed by Jayamaha et al. (2009) there is still insufficient evidence of the validity of Business Excellence models such as EFQM, due to the lack of available data, particularly with regard to the scores obtained by award applicants for the measurement items. It is extremely difficult to obtain data relating to self-assessment presented in relation to the EFQM model, which constitutes a source of data of a confidential nature with major exploratory potential (Heras, Arana, Camisón, Casadesús, & Martiarena, 2008) .
In this case, it is necessary to delve below the specific characteristics of the data obtained in order to distinguish the EFQM relations, which is what differentiates this work from previous academics studies (e.g. Calvo de Mora & Criado, 2005; Gómez-Gómez et al., 2011) . A first factor is the number of observations used (242 assessments), and the large number of years covered (from 1998 to 2008), with both numbers involving a higher volume of inputs than in previous works. Secondly, as described in Section 4, the Total Quality Managementquality of the observations is relevant, because they were derived from external evaluations carried out by various different professionals with evaluation criteria establish by a rigorous independent organisation. A final factor is that, since in this research the work is undertaken using scores from criteria and sub-criteria from the EFQM model, it presents a more desegregated structure than previous studies using only criteria boxes.
Research model and hypothesis
By analysing the relationships within the categories of the EFQM model 1 (EFQM, 2003) (see Figure 2) , this article aims to explore the extent to which the agent or enabler criteria are found in practice to be related to the results criteria.
However, taking into consideration the objectives of the model and the difficulties arising in this kind of analysis, it will be of considerable interest to conduct first a prior analysis to ascertain whether the relationships suggested by the model during the process of identifying the different categories or boxes of criteria from left to right accurately represent the impact each group of boxes has on the criteria located on the right.
Additionally, and considering that the model suggests a causal relationship among the different criteria that comprise it from left to right, ranging from criteria of a more strategic nature (leadership) to operative results (key results), this article focuses on this aspect. Basically, the study analyses the role of leadership as the force that drives organisations to achieve their results, through the provision of people, resources, partnerships and the formulation of policies and strategy; and the relationship between their implementation of such processes and the results obtained. Thus, the first criterion (leadership) has an impact on criteria of a tactical nature (criteria 2, 3 and 4) and the latter, in turn, on operational criteria. In this way, the processes explain the results in relation to customers, people and society, and all these factors in turn ultimately explain the operational results.
It is important to note that, as Figure 2 shows, 'policy and strategy' should not be detached from 'people' or from 'partnerships and resources'; however, in order to keep the model simple, this direct relationship was not taken into consideration. In the same way, having customer results shown in the middle seems to imply that customer outcomes should be balanced against the outcomes for other two key stakeholders: people and society at large. Neither concept has been included in the model presented in Figure 3 . Additionally, it must be stressed that this model does not involve rearranging or regrouping criteria, the theoretical construct of the EFQM model that appears in Figure 2 , the sub-criteria, or the concepts that define the essence of these constructs in terms of any other possible latent constructs.
The criteria or sub-criteria will not therefore be treated in the same way as in other works from the literature available which analyses other quality management models, even though this may be to the detriment of the reliability of the constructs used and also, subsequently, to the detriment of the appropriateness of the sample to the model. In short, we shall assess the model solely with the aim of detecting any possible limitations in the sample, rather than eliminating or rearranging any items to establish different criteria.
To sum up, and taking the inter-relations put forward by the EFQM model itself as a reference (EFQM, 2003) , a research model (see Figure 3) is proposed for the purpose of analysing the impact of enabler criteria on results. It includes 12 working hypotheses, each corresponding to a link or inter-relation between two categories or elements of the model. They will be analysed by means of a structural equation model using SmartPLS software.
Following the work of Gómez-Gómez et al. (2011), our hypotheses assume the sense of the causal relationships implicit in the model, from left to right. The model proposed is sufficiently explicit if the content and objectives of the EFQM self-assessment model are analysed, and we shall therefore draw up the 12 hypotheses it suggests. Specifically, we shall clarify the list of hypotheses that are set out in the arrows that go from right to left, given that the direction of these relationships is determined by the EFQM model itself (EFQM, 2003) . Likewise, we should take into account that this main direction of the relationships between enablers and results is also posited by the academic literature (e.g. Bou-Llusar et al. 2005; Reiner, 2002) and by other models such as the Malcolm Baldrige model (Flynn & Saladin, 2001; Pannirselvam & Ferguson, 2001 ) and the scheme proposed by Anderson, Rungtusanatham, and Schroeder (1994) , based on theories proposed by Deming. Furthermore, these causal relationships among the criteria of the EFQM model are the main relations that have been analysed in the academic literature in the field (e.g. Bou-Llusar et al., 2005; Calvo de Mora & Criado, 2005; Eskildsen & Dahlgaard, 2000; Eskildsen et al., 2001) .
In addition to this direct reference to the causal relationships implicit in the model, in order to support the hypothesis of our work presented in Figure 3 , we use the academic literature focusing on the analysis of Business Excellence models. Consequently, we present the hypotheses of our work as follows: The leadership and commitment of the management have a positive influence on policy and strategy (e.g. Calvo-Mora, Leal, & Roldán, 2005; Dijkstra, 1997; Eskildsen, Kristensen, & Juhl, 2000; Jayamaha et al., 2008; Pannirselvam & Ferguson, 2001 ).
H1a. Leadership has a positive relationship with Policy and strategy
The leadership and commitment of the management are drivers of the enabler People (e.g. Badri et al., 2006; Calvo-Mora et al., 2005; Meyer & Collier, 2001 Eskildsen, 1998; Westlund, 2001 ).
H5c. Processes have a positive relationship with the Society results
The satisfaction of the customers has a positive influence on the key performance results of the organisations (e.g. Eskildsen & Dahlgaard, 2000; Eskildsen, 1998; Gómez-Gómez et al., 2011) .
H6. Customer results have a positive relationship with the Key performance results
People-related results have a positive influence on the key performance results of the organisations (e.g. Eskildsen, 1998; González et al., 2009; Prabhu, Appleby, Yarrow, & Mitchell, 2000) .
H7. People results have a positive relationship with the Key performance results
Society-related results have a positive influence on the key performance results of the organisations (e.g. Gómez-Gómez et al., 2011; Reiner, 2002; Westlund, 2001 ).
H8. Society results have a positive relationship with Key performance results
It is necessary to now make a final observation about the model being analysed. In accordance with Calvo de Mora and Criado (2005), we shall use latent constructs with reflective indicators for the enablers and with formative indicators for the results. In fact, the enabler sub-criteria demonstrate and display the latent construct that encompasses them. The sub-criteria of a specific enabler are affected by the same latent construct (Chin, 1998) . However, following the line established by Collier and Bienstock, (2006) , we shall consider the results criteria to be formative: they are the result of adding the respective items in order to obtain a global value. Indeed, formative items generate or give rise to the latent variable (Fornell, 1982) . Each of these results criteria comprises two sub-criteria: one, which measures perception and another, constructed by the indicators themselves used by the organisation to measure the criterion. Therefore, these indicators do not necessarily have to be correlated. They may manifest themselves as being separate from each other (Chin & Gopal, 1995) .
Methodology and data
The empirical analysis is based on data provided by Euskalit, the Basque Foundation for Quality, referring to scores that were obtained in external assessments of organisations in the Basque Autonomous Community (BAC) in Spain, for the years between 1998 and 2008, inclusive. Attention should be drawn to the strong dissemination of the EFQM model in the BAC: organisations from this region were awarded 21 of the 29 cases of recognition between 2001 and 2009 awarded to Spanish organisations by the EFQM.
As for the reliability of the data, it is relevant to point out that the theoretical reliability of data obtained from external assessment processes has been confirmed in academic literature (e.g. Pannirselvam & Ferguson, 2001 ). In the specific case of Euskalit, it should be pointed out that the EFQM assessors who took part in the field work are not EFQM licensees (neither from Euskalit nor from any other similar organisation). The assessors belong to the Euskalit Assessors' Club; they are people who have received specialist formal training in the EFQM self-assessment model and who, without any financial gain at all, are committed to improving the management quality of organisations within their milieu. To sum up, these assessors constitute a very reliable, independent source of information owing to their training and specialisation in EFQM model self-assessment and assessment work.
Furthermore, it is also important to add that the only cases of international EFQM recognition obtained by companies from the BAC confirm the rigorous work carried out by the external assessors from Euskalit; attention should also be drawn to the fact that the companies externally assessed by external assessors from the EFQM Foundation have always obtained higher scores than those obtained in external assessments carried out by Euskalit. In our opinion, this evidence corroborates the reliability of the data used.
The usual process for identifying a model that adapts well to a sample involves two stages. During the first stage, an exploratory analysis is carried out until a model is determined that can then be validated in the second, confirmatory phase. In our case, we consider the EFQM model to be good as it is, without removing or adding anything. In any case, we shall then also go on to analyse the subscales -not with the aim of refining these scales as has been stated, but rather, to ascertain their degree of reliability and validity. This will provide criteria when drawing conclusions from the subsequent analysis.
A structural equation model will be used for this subsequent analysis using the partial least squares (PLS) technique, which enables a path analysis among latent constructs to be carried out (Ringle, Wende, & Will, 2005) . Smart-PLS software will be used for this purpose. The aim of this technique is to predict the latent variables and is based on covariance, to the extent that it is applied in order to explain the variance of the independent variables.
The main advantages of this technique over those based on covariance lie in the fact that it is less demanding in terms of the distribution of the sample variables and the size of the sample. Indeed, PLS enables latent constructs to be modelled under conditions of nonnormality (Compeau & Higgins, 1995) . In contrast, the main disadvantage arises from the fact that it does not prove to be equally effective in analyses of an exploratory nature. In fact, rather than taking on equivalent weights for all the indicators of a single latent variable, PLS permits the greatest weights for those items with a stronger correlation with the latent variable. That is why it is suitable for application in our study, as our Total Quality Managementaim is not to search for a new model, but rather to analyse the causality of an existing model that has become widespread and has been used for over a decade now (Eskildsen et al., 2001) .
Specifically, the path analysis has been used to estimate the robustness of the relationships between the new constructs. This is a multi-variant analytical method for examining groups of relationships established by linear causal models (Jöreskog & Sörbom, 1993; Li, 1975) . The EFQM model represents the causal relationships among the different sub-criteria, and so this methodology is suitable for the purpose of our analysis (Pannirselvam & Ferguson, 2001 ).
Results

Sample and statistical description of the variables
The study sample is made up of 242 assessments of companies from the BAC made by Euskalit according to the EFQM model between the years 1999 and 2008. Some of the companies were assessed more than once during this period. The elements that make up the sample are assessments rather than companies. We are unable to identify each of the companies assessed owing to data confidentiality.
The average scores in the different sub-criteria of the EFQM model are within a range of between 25.72 and 49.84, with the score range being between 0 and 100 in the case of all criteria. There are no cases in which the average value of the scale is exceeded. Most of the average scores of the sub-criteria are within a range between 40 and 50. The average scores of each criterion have also been calculated, and these values are between 42.02 and 45.80 in the case of the enabler criteria. On the other hand, the average values of the results criteria are 44.65 for results in customers, 42.37 for results in people, 28.78 for results in society, and 45.06 for key results. It is noted that the results criteria for society are far lower than the other criteria.
As regards variance, it is observed that this is between 46.08 and 163.76. It should be noted that variance in the items pertaining to criterion 8 (results in society) is also very different compared to variance in the other sub-criteria: the latter is far higher. All this leads us to draw the conclusion that the criterion results in society may prove difficult to fit into a model that lists EFQM criteria.
Assessment of the measurement model
We shall now proceed to analyse four aspects in this section: the individual reliability of the items; the reliability of the subscales or internal consistency; the convergent validity; and, lastly, the discriminant validity of the constructs.
The individual reliability of the item for constructs with reflective indicators is guaranteed by a load value of over 0.707. Carmines and Zeller (1979) point out that a higher value than this enables the fact that the indicator forms an integral part of the construct to be ascertained. Table 1 shows loads of the external model (in the diagonal in bold) and also includes the cross-loadings. As is noted, four of the sub-criteria do not reach this threshold. Although other authors such as Barclay, Higgins, and Thompson (1995) accept lower values, we did not follow the usual procedure for refinement of the subscales since; as has been previously stated, our aim was to test the relationships implicit in the EFQM model, rather than to seek the model of relationship that is best adapted to the sample. Despite this, a high degree of individual reliability of the items is noted. On the other hand, it can be observed that the cross-loadings are lower than the figures in bold in the diagonal. The sub-criteria with load on their corresponding factor below 0.707 are:
1e. Refers to motivation, support and recognition of people by the leaders of the organisation. Data are only available for companies audited in 2004 and subsequent years. This is a criterion that was introduced into the 2003 version.
2e. Refers to communication and the presentation of policy and strategy. In reality, this value is just at the limit and in fact only 56 companies answered in relation to this indicator, which explains such a weak load.
3c. Measures the involvement and extent to which responsibilities are assumed: this is a value that is very close to the boundary value established.
4b. Its load is 0.7060, just below the established limit of 0.707.
Regarding the items of the results constructs, just two of them are below 0.5: 6a and 7a. Both are measurements of perception for the results.
The robustness of these loads is analysed below using a bootstrapping process. Those that are below a t-value of 1.96 -and in which their robustness is therefore not assured -are items 6a, 7a, 8a, 8b and 9a. We wish to put on record here in view of these results that, in spite of the weakness found in these four items of enabler criteria, we proceeded with the analysis, because we insist once again that our aim was to test the unaltered EFQM model.
The second point to be analysed in order to assess the measurement model is the internal consistency of the subscales of enabler criteria, i.e. the reliability of the subscales.
The five constructs show satisfactory values according to the criteria proposed by Hair, Anderson, Tatham, and Black (1998) . Five factorial analyses were also carried out in order to research the one-dimensional nature of the enabler constructs. In all cases, a single factor was extracted and the amount of variability captured ranges from 57.86% to 65.50% (Table 2) .
Another scale of reference used to assess the reliability of the reflective constructs is composite reliability. Nunnally and Bernstein (1994) suggested a minimum 0.7 for valid modest reliability for the first stages of the research, although the recommended value is 0.8 for basic research purposes. The five values obtained are within a range of 0.862 and 0.884 (see Table 4 ).
The third point to be analysed is that of convergent validity (this also only applies to enabler criteria; the result criteria are formative). To this end, the average variance extracted (AVE) is used, which provides the amount of variance obtained via its indicators in relation to variance due to measuring error. Fornell and Larker (1981) recommend values over 0.5. The AVE indicators for the five agent or enabler criteria are between 0.5561 and 0.6084 (see Table 4 ). Convergent validity is therefore assured.
The fourth and final aspect to be analysed in order to assess the measurement model is that of discriminant validity. We applied the criteria used by Fornell and Larker (1981) : the square root of the AVE should be higher than the correlations shown by this construct with the other constructs. Table 3 shows the square root diagonal of the AVE, while the other cells show the correlations. NA indicates the fact that the procedure is not applicable to formative constructs -in our case, those referring to results.
It is noted that the reflective constructs comply with the criterion used by Fornell and Larker (1981) to guarantee discriminant validity. For their part, the formative indicators also exceed the condition put forward by Fornell and Larker (1981) and by Luque (2000) , as the maximum correlation is 0.45, far from the maximum 0.9 threshold recommended. PLS does not use fit indices: the fitness is established through significant path coefficients and high R 2 values. The variability explained by the model for the dependent latent variables on the left part of the model (enabler criteria) is higher than 0.40 in four cases. In the case of process criterion, it reaches nearly 50%. However, the model fails to explain so well the constructs on the right part that refers to the results criteria. In fact, the reliability analysis for these constructs already reveals possible problems in this part of the model. However, we once again insist on the fact that the initial purpose of this analysis is to study the EFQM model as it is, without any alteration (Table 4) . Table 5 shows the coefficients of the internal model. A bootstrapping process has been used to test the robustness of these coefficients consisting of 500 samples of 100 elements each. In each box it is noted down whether the corresponding hypothesis is accepted or rejected. Figure 4 shows the results from Table 5 . This figure only shows the significant paths between criteria. A greater density of robust coefficients is noted on the left part. Indeed, the leadership criterion goes a long way towards explaining the results obtained in the agent criteria of policy and strategy, people and partnerships and resources. The processes depend to a large extent on previous criteria (policy and strategy and partnerships and resources). However, they only impact on one of the results criteria (results in customers).
There is only one path from the leadership agent to the key results. If we may be permitted to refer to the classic name used in project management, we might say that the 'critical path' traverses customer results. These criteria are especially determinant, as the model indicated the fact that they are a necessary step towards obtaining key results.
The left part of the model (the enabler criteria) shows robust coefficients: only one of the six is not statistically significant, although it should be pointed out that the t-value associated with the relationship between the people enabler and the process enabler is 1.72, close to the boundary value established by 1.96. In other words, although this relationship is not significant to a level of 5%, it becomes so when slightly relaxed.
To sum up, it is noted that the enabler criteria are closely correlated. On the other hand, the results criteria are not as inter-related as the enablers. The prior analysis involving measuring assessment already enabled the results to be disclosed as shown in Table 5 : the existence of a major number of rejected hypotheses in the bottom right area of the table, which refers to the relationships between results. Analogously, the same phenomenon is observed in the upper right-hand area, corresponding to the people results.
Conclusions
In the course of the analysis, it has been ascertained that there is a major impact of the leadership enabler on the pursuit of policy and strategy in organisations, and also on the people criteria and on partnerships and resources. The importance of leadership in the references to TQM in the literature is clearly in evidence. It should also be pointed out that both the policy and strategy criterion and partnerships and resources impact on the process criterion; however, the people enabler criterion does not have a significant impact on an improvement in processes.
On the other hand, the process enabler only impacts on customer results. This criterion, in turn, is the only one that explains the key results criterion. In this sense, attention should be drawn to the fact that both the results in the people criterion and the results in society criterion are excluded from the model, given that no significant relationships have been detected with other criteria.
In short, the left side of the EFQM model is considerably better supported by our data than the right side. Our data provide evidence that the relationships between enabler criteria work well; nevertheless, the data support neither the relationships between results, nor those between enablers and results. Therefore, following the interpretation by Martensen et al. (2007) and Ciavolino and Dahlgaard (2009) , we might say that, in the light of the data obtained by the external evaluations, the analysed organisations might not have succeeded in establishing improvement programmes with such cause-effect relationships.
2 In other words, the lack of statistical significant relationships might be an indication that the assessed organisations have not been skilful enough to build the cause-effect relationships. An alternative interpretation might suggest that the assessors may not have been good enough to identify the relationships for several reasons (e.g., not very clear self-assessment reports within the context of the award application process). Therefore, as underlined by Ciavolino and Dahlgaard (2009) , those relationships that seem to be missing in the aforementioned organisations should attract the highest priority and highest responsibility of the managers concerned and of the other internal and external stakeholders.
To sum up, regarding our data, several of the relationships among the constructs proposed by the EFQM model are significant: in fact, 7 of the 12 suggested by the model. These conclusions would seem to coincide with the conclusions reached in studies carried out previously by Pannirselvam and Ferguson (2001) for the Malcolm Baldrige model, and by Calvo de Mora and Criado (2005) and Bou-Llusar et al. (2005 ) for the EFQM model. Indeed, Pannirselvam and Ferguson (2001) proved the existence of significant relationships between the categories and confirmed the consistency of the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award framework, based on data obtained from external assessments. Both Calvo de Mora and Criado (2005) and Bou-Llusar et al. (2005 ) also detected strong evidence of the causal relationship between the enabler and result criteria of the EFQM model based on perceptual data.
Attention should be drawn to the fact that another main contribution made by this article is undoubtedly the proposal to use data obtained from external assessments of the EFQM model made by independent assessors, based on a training and assessment protocol such as that defined by Euskalit. As Pannirselvam and Ferguson (2001) point out in their study -and as both Calvo de Mora and Criado (2005) and Bou-Llusar et al. (2005 ) also stress when referring to the limitations of their respective studies based on perceptual variables -the information deriving from a third party who assesses this type of TQM model guarantees objectivity, rigour and less characteristic bias introduced than the information obtained from the management of the organisations themselves that adopt these models.
This work has several limitations that need to be fully considered when interpreting the conclusions drawn from it. The main one concerns the relationships that have been analysed. The parsimonious model used proposes relationships between criteria from 'left to right', i.e. from the criteria of a more strategic nature to the operational results. This is the main direction of the relationships between enablers and the results proposed by the EFQM and most of the academic literature, although these are not the only ones proposed in the model. Consequently, other different and/or complementary interpretations of causal relationships need to be analysed in the future.
Another limitation of our work is related to the methodology used to contrast the model. As Calvo de Mora and Criado (2005) point out, structural equations refer to the linearity of the relationships between the latent variables -in our case, the criteria pertaining to the EFQM model. In any event, we understand that the tool used is particularly suitable, as it is geared towards a predictive causal analysis in situations of great complexity, albeit with sufficient theoretical knowledge to develop analyses of a confirmatory nature. Moreover, as Diamantopoulos and Winklhofer (2001) noted, the PLS technique is suitable for assessing models with latent variables with formative and reflective indicators.
A final limitation of the article that we would like to mention is related to the limited geographical scope of the sample of data used. It would be very interesting to extend this scope to Spain as a whole or even to a series of European Union countries. In this sense, the analysis could be greatly enriched by being able to include data obtained from external assessments presented as part of award processes conferred by the EFQM.
